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Katherine Simons

ITEM: SHAKESPEARE
the current additions to the vast store of Shake..J
'"
.
spearean and Elizabethan commentary, three recent
books follow already well-defined approaches to Shake. speare and the plays of his day. Alice Venezky's Pageantry on the
Shakespearean Stage 1 is an examination, from the standpoint of
the Shakespearean theatre, of the uses of pageantry; J. V. Cunningham's Woe or Wonder 2 views Shakespearean tragedy in
terms of the idea of tragedy inherited from classical and medieval
tradition and developed· by the Elizabethans; Harold C. Goddard 3 takes his place with the subjective qitics, since ·he is concerned not so much with Shakespeare the dramatist of his age as
with Shakespeare the poet for all time and particularly for us of
this troubled and violent<twentieth century.
All three move in distinguished company. Men like Sir E. K.
Chambers, Harley Granville-Barker, W. J. Lawrence, and John
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1 Twayne

Publishers, 1951.
Woe or Wonder: the Emotional Effect ofSh<zkespearean Tragedy. The University
of Denver Press, 1951.
3 The Meaning of Shakespeare. The University of Chicago Press, 1951.
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Cranford Adams, to mention only a few, have repeatedly demonstrated how a knowledge of Shakespeare's theatre and the physical conditions of his environment can enrich the understanding
of the plays. Investigations of the intellectual and historical currents of the Elizabethan and Jacobean periods by such critics as
E. M. \V. Tillyard, Theodore Spencer, Hardin Craig, or John
Dover \Vilson· have consistently illuminated the plays with
knowledge of their meaning and implications for Shakespeare's
contemporaries. Down through the centuries the realm of subjective interpretation has been the great field for controversy. It
is starred by the sane observations of Dr. Johnson, the rewarding
perceptions of Coleridge and A. C. Bradley; or it is marked by
the pleasant inanities of Mrs. Jameson and the seemingly inexhaustible follies of Hamlet theorists such as those ridden by excessive Freudian bias or-to cite a recent example-by such ingenious persuasions as that it was, after all, Horatio who poured
the leprous distillment into the ears of old King Hamlet. The
man who treads this dangerous subjective ground must walk
with wisdom and balance. His approach is not to be confused
with that of the theatrical or historical critics; he is entitled to
judgment as one who sets out to find in Shakespeare a meaning
for himself and for his time. This last is Professor Goddard's
chosen way, more perilous than the factlined paths of Dr. Venezky and Professor Cunningham. It may be well to record at the
outset the contributions of these two before passing on to the
more difficqlt task of comment on Professor Goddard's work.
Dr. Vene~ky's book is replete with illustrations of the pageantry
of the Elizabethan period-its entries, processions, receptions,
progresses, tableaux-of the part these ceremonies played in Elizabethan life, and of their reflections in the plays. She proves beyond question that Shakespeare's theatre knew how to extract the
dramatic values of "the splendors of entry" on the Elizabethan
stage, to employ the accompanying oratory, to make use of the
technical contributions of the pageant as manifested in the dumb
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shows, the parades of personified abstractions and tableaux, or
the activities of "hempen-homespuns" in honor of a lord, A final
chapter on Shakespeare's pageant imagery throws into relief as
part of this tradition passages such as the description of Cleopatra's barge on the River Cyndus, her picture of Anthony bestriding the earth "like a Colossus"-and like one of the fanciful
giants stalking the London streets in the Lord Mayor's show.
Through Dr. Venezky's awareness of the theatrical use of ceremony in the drama of 1581-1603, we come closer to a living Elizabethan theatre experience. (Strangely enough-and quite unintentionally-her book enriches, too, our musing regard for the
Elizabethan phrasing of a 1952 proclamation of a queen and of
the Renaissance pageantry which brings Elizabeth II to the
throne.)
With Horatio's phrase for the tragedy -of Hamlet; "What is it
you would see? / If aught of woe or wonder, cease your search,"'
Professor Cunningham seeks the meaning of tragedy to the Elizabethans. He is concerned "with understanding. precisely what
Shakespeare meant,"' on his terms, not on ours, not "what we
thought he was saying,"' but "with coming finally to appreciate"'
what he said "for what it is." What, in tragedy, is "woe"' to Shake!speare-and what "wonder"? Painstaking survey of classical and
medieval tradition enables Professor Cunningham, on authority
of Aristotle, Averroes, Donatus, Diomedes. Lydgate, Philip Sidney. and others to present this conclusion:
... the primary effect of tragedy is sorrow or woe, of which pity is a
species. The tragic atmosphere and the incidents leading to the catastrophe are fearful. This is the Donatan tradition in which the tragic
fact is violent, unexpected death, and corresponds to the medieval
tradition of psychology in which the anticipation of death is fearful
and its accomplishment woful. But since the catastrophe is unexpected, it will startle the audience. and so the emotion of fear which has
accompanied the course of tragic incident will become attached in
special measure to the catastrophe. But this will be that fear which
results from external events: wonder, astonishment. or shocked sur-
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prise. Hence woe and wonder are the effects of the tragic spectacle.
Horatio's phrase, then, as is Sidney's, is only a distillation of the tradition, and woe is even a more proper term than pity, wonder than fear.
In the final chapter, "Reason Panders Will," is a reading of Hamlet based upon the thesis that both the play and the character of
Hamlet are "in part constructed according to the scheme of moral
choice as it was analyzed in the scholastic tradition," erroneous
choice being presented as the result of the dethroning of Reason.
The conclusion: "the play whose plot had displayed the theme
of moral action ends with the renunciation of it."
Professor Goddard's initial position is antipodal to Professor
Cunningham's. Goddard is concerned not with what Shakespeare
meant in terms of his own age, but with what he has to say to ours;
not with historical or theatrical criticism of Shakespeare, but with
Shakespeare the poet and with his plays as "works of the Imagination in the widest and deepest sense: imagination ... that language within which the poet conceals himself as utterly from the
crowd and from seekers after pleasure and power as he reveals
himself to those rarer individuals who can enter his spirit." Here,
once more, is the great inevitable: strive as we may to come to a
poet "on his terms, not on ours," our terms, our experiences are
still the other half of the almost chemical combination-writer
plus reader, a reader whose obligation it is to absorb, as nearly as
he can, accurately and truthfully what the writer intended, but
whose absorption must always be conditioned by his powers of
perception and by the circumstances of his growth and time. The
.Meani1zg of Shakespeare becomes a meeting of the mind of Professor Goddard with the work of Shakespeare. The encounter is
memorable. \Vhat they say to each other has drawn both harsh
criticism and warm praise. From the Comedy of Errors to The
Tempest, Professor Goddard contends that Shakespeare's works
have an integrity and a wholeness, that his individual voice can
be heard over and above the c1ashings of plot and character crying
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out against the spirit of the Fathers-those ancestral voices prophesying war-against time-servers and flatterers, against lust and
violence, ~elling us finally that forgiveness is to be preferred to
revenge, and the wisdom of renewed childhood to the authority
of tyrannical old age.
Now, in discovering these themes in the early comedies, in
Romeo and Juliet, Jul~u.s Caesar, and Hamlet, Professor Goddard
seems at times to be drawing a fairly long bow..His Portia, hitherto unknown to the "seekers after pleasure," is a defeated spirit
because she turns her back on her own preachment of mercy;
Prince Hal as Henry V yields to the spirit of his father, ;violates
France and his own childhood vision; Hamlet is a defeated
prince, succumbing to ancestral demands for violence. Admittedly, the plays seem warped to fit the thesis. And yet the readings
are uncannily well defended. Strangely enough, Professor Cunningham's suggestion of Hamlet's abandonment of reason and
moral choice rises in all its armor of tradition to reinforce the
intuitive conclusions of Professor Goddard. And when the analyses of Othello, Macbeth, and King Lear are added, with theirwealth of interpretation looking back and forward over the
range of the canon to support. the Goddard vision of Shakespeare's integrity, the force and charm of the book exert genuine
power; what has been accused of being a Quaker version of Shakespeare strikes one as being actually a profound insight into the
~an who knew-not for an age but for all time-the beast and th~
angel locked in battle for man's spirit.
An effort to grasp the whole of his thesi~ should not ignore the
repeated evidences of Professor Goddard's power to read a scene
with all its implications and its nuances of speech and actio,n and
then to relate both speech and action to other parts of the whole.
\Vitness his port,ait of Desdemona, his description of the forces
of evil in Macbeth, his discussions of the knocking at the gate,
the "third murderer," Lady Macbeth's "feinting" which becomes
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"fainting." The Hashes of cross-illumination are often brilliant.
This is the work of a man who knew all of Shakespeare in detail,
knew him both with mind and spirit. Recognizing this, it is actually of little matter whether the work meets with agreement in
all aspects of the interpretation. Suffice it that the overall concept provides another rewarding study, that it will interest and
stimulate, that it will inspire even though inspiration be now
unfashionable.
As companion commentators, Professors Cunningham and
Goddard may well force us all into the refuge of George Eliot's
peaceable landlord, as he fell back on his incomparable analogies
concerning ghosts and the smell of cheese to different men: "I'm
for holding with both sides; for, as I say, the truth lies between
'em."

E. B. Mann
SOUTHWESTERN BOOKS
whose house faces west is apt, over th.e.years, to acquire a bias, pro or con, regarding sunsets. Similarly, a
man engaged in Southwestern publishing, a man who
reviews and collects Southwestern Americana, may be guilty of "
bias in his estimate of the importance of the literature of the
Southwest in relation to American letters.
Be that as it may, and skepti~al as I am of trends whether literary or political, it seems to me that there is a trend in recent
years toward increased recognition of the Southwest both as a
source and as a subject of literary material.
In fiction, the cowboy story, though seldom a best seller, has
been the longest lived and most prolific single genre in American

A

M AN

https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmq/vol22/iss1/21

6

